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BOT TLS July 27-August 2 1990 RELIGION

Ritual powers

Raymond Jamous

M. E. COMBS-SCHILLING

Sacred Performances: Islam, sexuality, and
sacrifice

377pp. New York: Columbia University Press.
$31.50.

0231 06974 X

Morocco is unique among North African coun-
tries, and indeed in the entire Arab world, in
that its distinctive Islamic character has for
many centuries been dependent on the institu-
tion of monarchy. Established in the ninth cen-
tury by a Sharifian dynasty (in Morocco the
term signifies descent from the Prophet) this
monarchy has endured through a succession of
tribally based dynasties from the eleventh cen-
tury to the fifteenth and thereafter through two
Sharifi lineages, the Sa’adians in the sixteenth
century and the Alawites from the seventeenth
century until the present day.

M. E. Combs-Schilling’s ambitious book,
which is based mainly on previously published
sources, has three objectives. The first and
most important of these is an anthropological
analysis that attempts to show how the restored
Sharifian monarchy equipped itself from the
sixteenth century onwards with the values of
Islam, maintaining the idea of nationhobd
through an array of religious and familial
rituals.

The second objective is to achieve a histori-
cal understanding of the political economy of
the Moroccan monarchy through analysis of its
international economic and political context
(rather than tracing the transformation of
Islamic ideology). Having dominated the
Western Mediterranean from the eleventh
century to the thirteenth, Moroceo, weakened
by plague, was threatened in lh:L fifteenth
by European expansionism to the horth and
Ottoman power to the east, Without a solid
economic base, Mo was able to find in the
Sharifian kings and their rituals a means to

Star aualities

resist foreign aggression and to redefine
nationhood in cultural terms. “Superstructural
strength compensated for infrastructural
weakness”, writes Combs-Schilling, “and
Morocco endured, and endures still.” This

astonishing claim amounts to proposing that a.

house may be built on a quicksand yet stand for
centuries. Would it not have been more fitting
to compare like with like, that is, to look at the
political and religious organization of the ear-
lier tribal dynasties that maintained the monar-
chy for five centuries during the Middle Ages
in relation to that of the subsequent Sharifian
dynasty?

The final objective of Sacred Performances,
though, is both more universal in intent and
more polemical. Throughout the book the au-
thor stresses the way in which the monarchical
rituals of the Sharifia, as in other monotheistic
societies, play on sexual difference and the role
of the sexes in biological reproduction, Only
man is in direct relationship with God; women
occupy a subordinate role, their existence is
ephemeral, part of nature,

These three aims result in three — conflicting
— interpretations of the rituals in question. In
the first case the accent is on their internal
coherence, their power of integration; in the
second on their capacity to compensate for
economic, military and administrative weak-
ness; in the third on their putative capacity to
disguise the realities of power and to legitimate
male domination.

The middle part of the book is the most
original. The Sharifi kings, we are told, base
their legitimacy on their descent from the
Prophet, claiming title to the highest authority
known to Islam, that of the Caliph. According
to this argument, the special position of
Morocco, a weak country particularly exposed
to threats from outside, is somehow sub-
limated in this identification with the Islamic
community. The author speaks of a return to
“mainstream Islam” by the Sharifian kings,
pin-pointing three kinds of “sacred perform-
ance” where the monarch occupies, directly or
indirectly, a central role, The first is the Feast

of the Birth of the Frophet, celebrated in one
of the royal palaces, which affirms the king as a
worthy successor of Muhammad and re-
inforces the unity and identity of the nation:
the second, the marriage ceremony, in which
every bridegroom becomes, symbolically, Sul-
tan, ensures that all male Moroccans entering
adulthood are able to define themselves in re-
lation to this archetype and insert themselves
into the existing patrilineal, patriarchal sys-
tem. Combs-Schilling singles out a third ritual,
the annual sacrifice of a sheep performed first
by the king for the community at large and then
by each of his subjects, of which she says,

At the center of the Great Sacrifice is the metaphor-
ically established equivalence of Ibrahim (the father
of believers), Muhammad (the final prophet, the
conveyor of the complete revelations), the Sharifi
(the present guardian of the Muslim community on
earth), lecal communal authorities, and the heads of
individual households. All hold the same position
within the ritual performance.

For believers these three figures all repre-
sent, in some sense, the archetypal man.
Muhammad and Ibrahim, or Abraham, are the
final referents in an analogy whereby the king,
pre-eminent among the faithful, stands for the
last of the Prophets and his subjects for the
community of belief first established by
Muhammad.

Itis an intriguing interpretation, but one that
provokes serious reservations. It is a pity that
the author has not followed the lead of A, M.
Hocart's magisterial Kings and Councillors, in
which he argues that the act of governing and
the violence visited by a monarch on certain of
his subjects are rituals of the same order as
animal sacrifice (in fact Combs-Schilling
affirms exactly the contrary). Furthermore, if
metaphorical equivalences are important in
such rituals, equally important is the dif-
ferentiation between the two poles of the rela-
tion, between Abraham and Muhammad and
the king and his subjects. During the ritual
moment one moves on from an earlier phase
where such equivalences are not yet estab-

lished to a later one where the participants are
distanced from the original point of reference,
where identification is suspended the better to
appreciate the differences. During the mar-
riage ceremony, for example, the husband-to-
be is, initially, single; during the festivities he
becomes, temporarily, a sultan-bridegroom;
but afterwards he is just a married man. no
longer equivalent to the monarch. As such he
does not think of himself simply by reference to
the figure of the Sultan, the archetype of man-
hood, he also has a status that is defined by his
own community. The patriline he takes his
place in is distinct from that of the sovereign:
local social institutions are not a microcosm of
the community of Moroccan Muslims symbaol-
ized in the figure of the Sultan. If it means
anything to be a Moroccan, this identity must
be located in the relation between these local
levels of organization and the Sultan, in the
similarities between them and the differences,

The notion of the return to “mainstream
Islam™ is also questionable. Kings of the royal
line are not the only descendants of the
Prophet. There is a wvast literature on
marabouts or saints from Sharifian lineages
(some living, and enjoying local, tribal author-
ity; some dead, the object of special cults, or
the founders of religious brotherhoods) and
their relation to the Sultan. By concentrating
on the Sultan Combs-Schilling appears to
make him the sole heir of the Prophet: she
rejects too quickly Clifford Geertz's character-
ization of Moroccan Islam (in Islam Qbserved)
as a “highly parochial . . . saint-centred com-
plex of rules and worship called maraboutism™.
Must we choose, in discussing Morocco, be-
tween this view of its historical particularity
and Combs-Schilling’s vision of a universal
Islamic community? Would it not have been
more worth while to analyse the relation be-
tween these two sets of values, local and uni-
versal? The unigueness of Morocco since the
sixteenth century lies not in a hypothetical re-
turn to origins but in the way it has combined
these various local forms of Sharifi Islam
within a single natiolie
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